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Step 1: Define a Bottleneck

In one of my first-year topics courses students had great difficulty distinguishing between the parts of a reading assignment that are important to remember from those that are not.  When reading the work of others in the field, historians know that they are expected to pull from the mass of examples certain general patterns.  Students who are unable to distinguish between details and general statements about the past become bogged down in the reading and remain unaware of the patterns that they are expected to learn.  No matter how much effort they put into a course, they are quite unlikely to succeed, and their real learning is apt to remain minimal.  

Step 2: Define the Basic Learning Tasks 

A professional historian presented with the texts that students read would automatically separate the author’s generalizations from the concrete evidence used to make those statements credible.  The generalizations would be remembered, as would a particularly relevant portion of the supporting evidence.  There would be no attempt to commit the rest to memory.

Step 3: Model these Tasks Explicitly
$ 
I began the first week by briefly explaining how historians use evidence and how they support their theses with concrete examples.

$ 
In class I show a passage and ask them to think for a moment what they should not remember from the passage.  Then I show the same passage, as I would read it, divided into the basic thesis, potentially useful evidence, and irrelevant detail.

$ 
Repeatedly across the first several weeks of the semester I return to this operation, talking about what is important to commit to memory and what is not.

Step 4: Create Occasions for Students to Practice These Steps and Receive Feedback
$ 
Before I reveal the passage with the three levels of reading indicated (see above), I ask them to discuss in small teams what they think is important to remember.  Then when they see the second overhead they get immediate feedback on their processing the passage.

$ 
After I show them the marked passage I ask them to work in teams to explain the criteria by which I divided the sections of the passage into the essential and nonessential elements.  I then give them feedback on the criteria they have generated.

$ 
On the first weekly web assignment students are given a different passage from the readings and asked to specify one item that they think they should not remember for the purposes of this course, one item that they should remember and to briefly explain their choices. 

$ 
In subsequent web assignments they are regularly asked to specify the central idea of a particular reading assignment, thus giving them more practice at distinguishing between essential statements of a thesis and supporting evidence.

Step 5: Assess how well students are mastering these learning tasks



$ 
By comparing students performance on web assignments early and late in the semester, I can assess the extent to which each student has mastered the basic operation of distinguishing between essential and nonessential portions of a reading assignment

Step 6: Share what you have learned about your students’ learning
$ 
You are looking at an example of informal sharing of experiences of 

$ 
Changes in students’ ability to master this basic historical operation will be more systematically compared across the semester by a team of specially prepared raters.

$ 
The results will be published in New Directions in Teaching and Learning
Then the learning teams try to explain why I made these choices

In the second week of the semester I tackled a cluster of operations:

Week 2: The Learning Tasks to be Taught:

Operation 1:Recognizing the point of a view of the author of a secondary work of history

Operation 2: Identifying verbal cues that help distinguish the author's point of view from opposing interpretations

Operations 3: Matching bits of evidence in a passage with the interpretation that each supports

Operation 4: Learning to reproduce historians strategies making their interpretations convincing 

Week 2: Examples of modeling these operations and giving students an opportunity to practice them:

Tuesday – Micro-Lecture on Reading Secondary Sources 

Four Possible Meanings of What a Historian Writes:

$ 

Sometimes a historian is presenting the point of view of an individual or individuals in a different historical period.

$ 


Sometimes a historian is presenting the view of another historian, with which he/she may or may agree.

$ 


Sometimes a historian is presenting his/her own interpretation of a historical period.

$ 


Sometimes a historian is presenting his/her own values or world viewWeekly Web Assignment

Web assignment for Thursday:

Students are given a passage from the readings and asked to:

$ 


Summarize the basic ideas in this passage in one clearly written sentence

$ 


Describe in one sentence the basic issue the author is dealing with in these paragraphs

$ 


In one sentence describe the position the author takes on this issue

$ 


Give three examples of evidence that the author uses to support his position  

In-Class Exercise Thursday

  After having read the students efforts before class, I dissect the passage, showing students how to see cues indicating the author’s position

Then I give them a second passage to work on in their teams


If you want more details you can consult the proto-type of a course portfolio at http://www.indiana.edu/~futhist/CoursePortfolio/index.htm.  If you want to see the web sites, please e-mail me (dpace@indiana.edu), and I will send you the password.  
